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Comparing the labor market success
of young adults from two generations

Contrary to the expectations of some labor market analysts,
young adults born during the ““baby bust™ have thus far
been less successful, in terms of earnings and other labor market

measures, than their ““baby-boom™

he post-World War I1 “baby boom,” char-
acterized by high fertility ratesfrom 1946
to 1964, put a stamp on the social, politi-
cal, and economic landscape of the Nation that
islikely to last well into the next century. Sev-
enty-six million babies were born over the 19-
year period, or about 4 million per year. Because
the baby-boom generation is so large relative to
the generations directly before and after it, asits
members progressthrough thevariouslife stages,
demographers often compare it to watching a
python eating a piglet—the bulge moves slowly
through the system. Fertility rates declined in
the subsequent period, however, and the average
number of births dropped to about 3.4 million
per year from 1965to 1976. Theresultingsmaller
generation issometimes called the “baby bust.”!
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the young
adult labor force—defined here asworkers aged
25 to 34—qgrew rapidly as successive waves of
baby-boomers reached the age of 25. Employ-
ment among young adultsgrew nearly asrapidly
during the period, but unemployment rates also
werefairly high, prompting some analyststo ar-
gue that the size of the baby-boom cohort was
responsiblefor some of its problemsin the labor
market. It also was noted at the time that the
transition of the young adult work force from
boomersto busterswould occur during the 1990s.
Some observers of labor market trends specu-
lated that the resulting smaller cohort would lead
to an improvement in the labor market conditions
of young adults. Thefollowing prediction, quoted
from apopular businessmagazinein 1979, istypi-
cal: “Over thenext 25 years [the baby-bust gen-

counterparts

eration] will enjoy better entry-level jobs, higher
relative income, and faster promotions because of
sparser numbers.”?

Using various measures derived from the Cur-
rent Population Survey, this article compares the
labor market experiences of young adult workers
born during the baby boom with those of their coun-
terparts born during the baby bust. It examines
trendsin the young adult labor force, including em-
ployment and unemployment, from the early 1970s
to 1996. Trends in real median weekly earnings
also areexamined.® Finally, occupational employ-
ment and earnings changes among young adultsare
analyzed. Ingenera, the datashow little evidence
that the baby-bust generation has enjoyed greater
[abor market successthan thelarger baby-boom gen-
eration.* Infact, according to some measures, young
adults in the 1990s actually experienced less suc-
cessinthelabor market than did their counterparts
inthe 1970s and 1980s.

The young adult labor force

The baby-boom generation profoundly affected the
young adult labor force during the 1970sand 1980s.
Nearly amillion persons per year were added to the
25- to 34-year-old cohort from 1970 to 1989—an
average annua growth rate of 4 percent. Inthesub-
sequent period (1989-1996), by contrast, when
members of the baby-bust generation began enter-
ing the cohort, the young adult labor force declined
by nearly 300,000 persons each year, on average,
or nearly 1 percent annually. And while part of that
decline may be attributed to the 199091 recession,
most of it is smply due to the smaller baby-bust
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I Employment status of 25- to 34-year-olds by sex and selected years
[Numbers in thousands]
Occupational category 1970 1971 1979 1989 1996
Total
Population ........c.ccoeeevieneiienienne 24,435 25,337 35,261 42,845 40,252
Labor force ...... 17,036 17,714 27,938 35,896 33,833
Participation rate . 69.7 69.9 79.2 83.8 84.1
Employed ........cooeviiiiiiiiiciiee 16,318 16,781 26,492 34,045 32,077
Percent of population ................... 66.8 66.2 75.1 79.5 79.7
Unemployed ........ccccevveiiiienicnne 718 933 1,446 1,851 1,757
Percent of labor force ................... 4.2 5.3 5.2 5.2 5.2
Men
Population ..........ccoeeevieniiieiienns 11,750 12,227 17,193 21,080 19,775
Labor force .......ccooevieiieniiiceee, 11,327 11,731 16,387 19,905 18,430
Participation rate ............ccceceveene 96.4 95.9 95.3 94.4 93.2
Employed ........coceviiiiiiiiieiee 10,936 11,218 15,688 18,952 17,527
Percent of population ................... 93.1 91.7 91.2 89.9 88.6
Unemployed .........cceveeiiiicniennne 391 513 699 953 903
Percent of labor force ................... 35 4.4 4.3 4.8 4.9
Women
Population ..........ccoeeevieniiieiienns 12,684 13,110 18,070 21,765 20,477
Labor force .......ccooeveiiiniiieee, 5,708 5,983 11,551 15,990 15,403
Participation rate ............ccccceveene 45.0 45.6 63.9 735 75.2
Employed ........ccoceviiiiiiiiiecieee 5,382 5,563 10,802 15,093 14,549
Percent of population ................... 424 424 59.8 69.3 711
Unemployed .........ccevveiiiieniennne 327 420 748 897 854
Percent of labor force .................. 5.7 7.0 6.5 5.6 5.5

cohort size. (Seetablel.)

One of the most significant effects that the baby-boom gen-
eration had on the young adult labor market was the dramatic
increase in the number of young women working or looking for
work. Over the 1970-89 period, the young adult women’ slabor
force grew at an annual rate of nearly 6 percent; the growth rate
for young adult men over the period was about 3 percent. Inthe
subsequent period, the women'’ slabor force declined by 0.5 per-
cent per year, and the men’s by about 1 percent per year. In
addition, the women’ s share of the young adult Iabor force in-
creased from about athird in 1970 to 45 percent in 1989. Since
then, the share has change little, with women accounting for about
46 percent in 1996.

Employment. Much like the labor force, employment among
young adults grew rapidly over the 1970-89 period, and declined
in the subsequent period, beginning with the recession of 1990—
91. As overall employment began to recover in 1992, young
adult employment continued to decline. From 1989 to 1996,
nearly 2 million jobs were lost. And while 80 percent of those
losses occurred in thefirst 4 years of the period, the last 3 saw a
net decline of more than 300,000.

Oneway of comparing thelabor market successof young adults
from the two generationsis by examining trendsin their employ-
ment—population ratios (the proportion of a given population that
isemployed). 1n 1970 (just before the baby-boomers began enter-

4  Monthly Labor Review  February 1998

ing the young adult labor force), two-thirds of young adults
were employed; by 1989, the ratio had risen to 80 percent.
(For perspective, consider that from 1951 to 1970, the ratio
went from 62 percent to 67 percent.) During the 1990s, onthe
other hand (when the baby-busters were entering the young
adult work force), employment—popul ation ratios were essen-
tialy flat—79 percent in 1990, 80 percent in 1996. Again, the
effectsof the 1990-91 recess on must be considered, but overal
employment had been growing robustly since 1992. Thus,
while employment—population ratios are greater, on average,
for baby-busters than for baby-boomers, most of the gains
among 25- to 34-year-olds occurred before members of the
baby bust had reached age 25.

Similarly, the gainsin employment—popul ation ratiosfor
young adult women occurred over the 1970-89 period. In
1970, 42 percent of young adult women were employed;
by 1989, the ratio had risen to 69 percent. From 1989 to
1996, the employment—population ratio for young adult
women increased—nbut only to 71 percent. Among young
men, theratio declined slowly over the 1970-89 period (as
it did for all men), from 93 percent to 90 percent. Since
1989, the proportion of young men that were employed has
continued to decline, but at aslower ratethanin the earlier
period. (Seetable 1.)

Unemployment. Unemployment rates, which represent the



proportion of the labor force that looked for work but was
unableto find it, fluctuate with the business cycle, increasing
during recessions and decreasing during expansions. Never-
theless, among young adults, they have trended upward since
the end of World War 1. When the baby-boomers began en-
tering the young adult labor forcein 1971, overall unemploy-
ment rates were fairly high due to the recession of 1970. For
the 25-t0-34 year-old cohort, the unemployment rate was 5.3
percent in 1971. In 1989, overall unemployment rates were
thelowest they had beenin nearly 20 years. For young adults,
however, the unemployment rate in 1989 (5.2 percent) was
about what it had beenin 1971 (5.3 percent). During the early
1990s, young adult unemployment rates rose due to the 1990—
91 recession. And while they have declined in recent years,
theratein 1996 was still 5.2 percent. In terms of unemploy-
ment rates, then, while young adults born during the baby bust
do not appear to be worse off than their baby-boom counter-
parts, they also do not appear to be any better off.

As with other measures, it is important to look at young
adult unemployment ratesfor men and women separately. For
young adult men, therate was 4.4 percent in 1971, 4.8 percent
in 1989, and 4.9 percent in 1996. Hence, unemployment among
young adult men appearsto thusfar have been about the same

(or dlightly higher) for members of the baby bust asit wasfor
members of the baby boom. For young adult women, on the
other hand, unemployment rates trended downward over the
1971-89 period, rose during the 1990-91 recession, and have
been relatively flat in the last 2 years following the recession
effectsexperienced earlier in thedecade. Unemployment rates
for both young adult men and women essentially mirrored the
trends in overall unemployment over the period, suggesting
that the ratesfor young adults did not change relative to other
agegroups. Nevertheless, by thismeasure, neither young adult
men nor women of the baby-bust generation have experienced
more favorablelabor market conditionsthan their counterparts
born during the baby boom. (Seetable1.)

Median weekly earnings. Inthissection, medianweekly earn-
ings of full-time wage and salary workers are examined for
1979 (thefirst year for which earnings dataare available from
the cps) and 1996, comparing the 25- to 34-year-old cohort
over time and al so relative to the total adult work force (aged
25to 64). In 1979, members of the young adult cohort had
been born from 1945 to 1954, making them almost exclu-
sively baby-boomers; by 1996, most young adults had been
born during the baby bust. Also, to make the comparison

Median weekly earnings in constant (1996) dollars by occupation sex, and selected age, 1979, 1996
Both sexes Men Women
Occupational category
Percent Percent Percent
1979 1996 change 1979 1996 change 1979 1996 change
25 to 34 years
TOtAI .o $545 $463 -15.0 $651 $499 -23.3 $435 $415 -4.5
Executive, administrative, and managerial .............. 692 599 -13.4 761 658 -135 545 545 0
Professional specialty ..........ccccooeiieriieiiieniieiienees 649 628 -3.2 720 699 -2.9 545 582 6.8
Technicians and related support . 590 536 -9.2 655 601 -8.3 499 493 -1.3
Sales occupations ..........cccceeeveveveecnnne 595 476 -19.9 662 541 -18.2 389 394 1.2
Administrative support, including clerical .. 435 393 -9.6 612 438 -28.4 413 381 7.7
Service 0CCUPALiONS ........cccoeevevcrrucnnnn 357 310 -13.1 474 356 -24.8 292 272 -6.8
Precision production, craft and repair 659 498 -24.5 675 508 -24.7 435 374 -13.9
Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors ..... 480 361 -24.8 569 408 -28.3 350 296 -155
Transportation and material moving occupations ... 631 434 -31.3 642 446 -30.5 521 350 -32.8
Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers,
and [@aborers .........ccoccovveincineeceeceeee 493 347 -29.6 523 362 -30.8 368 298 -18.9
Farming, forestry, and fishing ...........cccccooeiieiiines 387 305 -21.2 391 310 -20.8 305 264 -13.4
25 to 64 years
Total 573 521 -9.1 692 600 -13.3 432 446 3.1
Executive, administrative, and manageri . 809 725 -10.3 874 868 -6 545 601 10.3
Professional specialty ..........c.cccccevvenenee. . 703 748 6.4 865 880 1.7 588 664 12.9
Technicians and related support . . 649 597 -8.0 737 687 -6.8 495 512 3.4
Sales occupations ..........cccceeeveveveeennne . 592 516 -12.9 722 624 -13.6 363 395 8.7
Administrative support, including clerical .. . 448 424 -5.3 655 523 -20.2 424 406 -4.2
Service 0CCUPALIONS ........cceerveuerieieieiciecieieeeeeiens 361 321 -11.1 487 395 -18.8 296 284 -4.1
Precision production, craft and repair ..........c.ccccoc... 696 575 -17.4 701 590 -15.8 424 391 7.7
Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors ..... 478 396 -17.1 597 464 -22.2 348 313 -10.1
Transportation and material moving occupations ... 653 494 -24.3 655 504 -23.1 454 357 -21.4
Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers,
and [@aborers .........ccocovveincineceeecce 489 372 -23.9 541 393 -27.3 361 308 -14.7
Farming, forestry, and fishing ...........ccccooeieniines 387 314 -18.9 394 322 -18.2 301 268 -10.8
Note: Earnings figures for 1979 were adjusted for inflation by dividing the Consumer Price Index for all Urban Consumers (cpi-u) average for 1996 by the cpri-u
average for 1979, and then multiplying this ratio by the 1979 current earnings figures. (See text footnote 5 for more information on earnings figures.)
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I Median weekly earnings of young adults (25 to 34 years) as a percent of earnings of all adults (25 to 64 years) by
sex, 1979, 1996
Both sexes Men Women
Occupational category
1979 1996 Change 1979 1996 Change 1979 1996 Change
TOtal ..o 95.1 88.9 -6.2 94.1 83.2 -10.9 100.5 93.0 -7.5

Executive, administrative, and managerial ..... 85.6 82.6 -2.9 87.1 75.8 -11.3 100.0 90.7 -9.3
Professional specialty ...........ccccoocveveerienienne. 92.3 84.0 -8.4 83.3 79.4 -3.8 92.6 87.7 -5.0
Technicians and related support .................... 91.0 89.8 -1.2 88.9 875 -1.4 100.9 96.3 -4.6
Sales 0CCUPALIONS ......ccueeveeeeeiieeieeieeie e 100.4 92.2 -8.1 91.6 86.7 -4.9 107.1 99.7 -7.4
Administrative support, including clerical . 97.1 92.7 -4.4 93.4 83.7 -9.7 97.4 93.8 -3.6
Service occupations ..........cccceeeeereenens 98.8 96.6 -2.2 97.3 90.1 -7.2 98.5 95.8 -2.8
Precision production, craft and repair .. 94.7 86.6 -8.1 96.3 86.1 -10.2 102.6 95.7 -6.9
Machine operators, assemblers,

and inspectors .... e 100.5 91.2 -9.3 95.3 87.9 -7.4 100.6 94.6 -6.1
Transportation and

OCCUPALIONS ..ot 96.7 87.9 -8.8 98.0 88.5 -9.5 114.8 98.0 -16.7
Handlers, equipmen s

and [aborers ........ccceveeieiiiieeeceeee 100.9 93.3 -7.6 96.8 92.1 -4.7 101.8 96.8 -5.0
Farming, forestry, and fishing ............cccccce... 100.0 97.1 -2.9 99.5 96.3 -3.2 1014 98.5 -2.9

more meaningful, earningsfigures are expressed in “constant”
(1996) dallars, or inwhat are sometimescalled “real” terms—
that is, adjusted for inflation.®

An examination of the median earnings data by the 11 oc-
cupational groups for young adults and all adults showslittle
change over the 1979-96 period when compared with the me-
dianfigurefor all occupations. For example, the median earn-
ings of workersin four occupational groups—executive, ad-
ministrative, and managerial; professional specialty; precision
production, craft, and repair; and techniciansand rel ated sup-
port—were consistently higher than the median earnings of
employeesin all occupations in both 1979 and 1996. Simi-
larly, median earningsin five occupational groups—adminis-
trative support including clerical; service workers; machine
operators, assemblers, and inspectors; farming, forestry, and
fishing; and handlers, equipment cleaners, hel persand labor-
ers—were lower than the median for all occupationsin both
of theseyears. Inthe remaining two groups—salesand trans-
portation and material moving occupations—the earningswere
about the same as they were for workers in al occupations
1979 and 1996. (Seetable2.)

However, unlike employment, real median earnings for
young adults decreased from $545 per week in 1979 to $463
per week in 1996—a 15-percent decline. Furthermore, real
median weekly earnings declined in each of the 11 occupa-
tional groups. Intransportation and material moving occupa
tions, earningsin 1979 had been among the highest for young
adults, but by 1996, they had dropped by 31 percent—more
than in any other group. Thedeclinein earningswas greater
for men than for women in most occupations. men’ searnings
declined by 23 percent over the period, while women’s de-
clined by only 5 percent.

Relative earnings. Table3 showsmedian weekly earningsfor
young adultsin 1979 and 1996 as a percent of earnings for all
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adults—termed heretherelative earnings ratio. In 1979, young
adultsin general earned 95 percent of what al adults earned; by
1996, thisratio had declined to 89 percent. Likereal earnings,
therelative earningsratios of young adults declined over the pe-
riodin each of the 11 occupational groups, athough the magni-
tude of the change varied considerably among the groups. Con-
sequently, a major reason that young adults were earning rela-
tively lessin 1996 than their counterpartsin 1979 can be deter-
mined by examining the occupational groupsin which employ-
ment of these workers grew. (The impact of occupational em-
ployment changesisdiscussed later inthearticle.)

In 1979, the median earnings of young adultsin four occu-
pational groupswere at least equal to the median earnings of
all adults—that is, their relative earningsratio was 100 percent
or greater. To an extent, these groups—sal es; machine opera-
tors, assemblers, and inspectors; handlers, equipment clean-
ers, helpers, and laborers; and farming, forestry, and fishing—
are composed of occupationsin which such things as advance-
ment, seniority, and age typically provide less advantage in
termsof earnings. Onewould not expect to find, for example,
agreat difference in the earnings of a 25- to 34-year-old la-
borer and a 35- to 64-year-old laborer. By 1996, there was not
asingle occupational group in which the young adults’ rela-
tive earningsratio was 100 percent or more.

There also were differences among men and women in the
declineintherelative earningsratiosover the period. For men,
the greatest declineswere among executive, administrative, and
manageria and precision production, craft and repair occupa-
tions. For women, theratio declined the most in transportation
and material moving occupations; sales, and, likemen, in execu-
tive, administrative, and managerial occupations. (Seetable 3.)

Occupational changes among young adults

A myriad of economic changes occurred over the period that



had profound effects on the occupational mix of thework force.
Many of these changes also had an impact on the industrial
distribution of the economy, whichin turn affectsthe country’s
occupational distribution, due to differences in occupational
staffing patterns among industries. Inthissection, changesin
the occupational distribution of employment and earningsare
analyzed for 1979 and 1996.6 Examining these changes may
help explain why members of the baby bust have experienced
more labor market difficultiesthan members of the baby boom.

One of the most important changes that took place during
the period wasthe continuing shift of employment from goods-
producing to service-producing industries. Thischange, which
has been going on since the end of World War 11, accelerated
in the early 1980s, when the country endured back-to-back
recessions and domestic heavy manufacturing industries be-
gan to feel pressure from increased foreign competition. Be-
tween 1979 and 1984 alone, the number of nonfarm employees

in goods-producing industriesfell by 1.7 million. Manufactur-
ing employment, hit particularly hard by the recessions, has
yettoreturntoitsprerecession level. Asaresult, many of the
relatively high-paying precision production jobsheld by young
adultsin 1979 were no longer availableto their counterpartsin
1996. Instead, more jobswere availablein service-producing
industries, which tend to provide jobs for young workers in
occupations that typicaly pay less than manufacturing jobs.
For exampl e, the share of young adult employment in the ser-
vice occupational group increased from 1979 to 1996, whileit
decreased over the period in precision production, craft, and
repair occupations.”

Another factor affecting the distribution of jobs over the
period was technological change. In general, occupational
groups that are more vulnerable to advances in automation
and computer technology lost employment share, whilethose
less susceptible to such changes maintained or increased em-

Percent distribution of employment by occupation, sex, and selected age group, 1979, 1996
25 to 34 years 25 to 64 years
Occupational category
1979 1996 Change 1979 1996 Change
Both sexes

TOA . 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Executive, administrative, and managerial 9.8 13.3 35 11.6 15.7 4.1
Professional specialty ..........ccccccoerieniene 16.1 15.4 -7 13.9 16.3 2.4
Technicians and related support 3.6 3.9 3 2.7 3.3 6
Sales 0ccupationS ......cc.eevveveeerieerieeienieas 9.6 11.4 1.8 10.3 11.0 7
Administrative support, including clerical . 16.6 14.5 -2.1 15.9 14.4 -1.5
Service 0Ccupations ..........ccceeeereeeiiennens 9.9 12.8 2.9 11.0 11.6 .6
Precision production, craft and repair .............. 13.6 11.6 -2.1 13.6 11.5 -2.1
Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors . 9.9 6.6 -3.3 9.7 6.4 -3.3
Transportation and material moving occupations ....... . 45 4.2 -3 4.7 4.4 -4
Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, and laborers ... . 3.9 4.0 1 35 3.0 -4
Farming, forestry, and fishing ..............cccccooiiiiiiiiiis 25 24 -1 3.1 25 -7

Men

TOAL et 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Executive, administrative, and managerial 11.8 125 7 14.5 16.4 1.8
Professional specialty ..........cccccecerieniene 14.0 12.9 -1.1 12.8 14.1 1.3
Technicians and related support 3.4 35 1 2.7 2.9 2
Sales 0ccupations ..........ceeeeveeieeeiiennens 9.9 10.9 1.0 10.1 11.0 9
Administrative support, including clerical . . 5.7 6.1 3 5.5 5.4 -2
Service 0Cccupations ..........cccceeveeeieennens . 6.7 10.2 3.6 6.9 8.4 14
Precision production, craft and rep 219 19.5 -2.4 21.7 19.3 -2.3
Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors . 10.7 7.9 -2.8 95 7.2 -2.3
Transportation and material moving occupations ....... . 7.1 7.0 -1 7.4 7.4 -1
Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, and laborers . 52 5.8 6 4.4 4.3 -1
Farming, forestry, and fiShing ...........ccccooeiiiiiiiiieeeee 3.6 3.7 1 4.4 3.6 -7

Women

TOAL et 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Executive, administrative, and managerial 6.9 14.2 7.3 7.2 14.8 7.6
Professional specialty ..........ccccccoevieniene 19.2 18.4 -8 15.5 18.9 3.3
Technicians and related support 3.7 43 6 2.7 3.8 11
Sales 0ccupations ......cc.eeveeveeerieeieeieniens 9.2 12.0 2.8 10.6 11.0 3
Administrative support, including clerical . 32.3 24.7 -7.6 311 25.0 -6.1
Service 0Cccupations ..........cccceevveeieennens 14.6 15.9 1.3 16.8 15.4 -1.5
Precision production, craft and repair .............. 1.6 2.0 4 1.8 2.2 A4
Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors . 8.9 5.0 -3.9 10.0 5.4 -4.6
Transportation and material moving occupations ....... . .8 9 1 .8 9 1
Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, and laborers .................... 1.9 1.7 -2 2.0 1.5 -5
Farming, forestry, and fiShing ...........ccccooeiiiiiiiieeeee 1.0 8 -1 1.3 11 -2
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ployment share. To illustrate, the proportion of young adult
workers who were employed in precision production, craft,
and repair occupationsdecreased from 14 percent in 1979to 12
percentin 1996. Similarly, machineoperators, assemblers, and
inspectors dropped from 10 percent to 7 percent of employ-
ment. By contrast, the proportion of young adults employed
in executive, administrative, and managerial occupations and
in sales occupations increased over the period.

Because the majority of the baby-boomerswere aged 35 to
64 in 1996, alarge portion of the shiftsin total adult employ-
ment over the 1979-96 period were due to changes that took
placeinthislarger group. For example, theincreased propor-
tion of 25- to 64-year-olds employed in professional specialty
occupations between 1979 and 1996 waslargely dueto agreater
proportion of baby-boomers entering these occupations, since
the share of young adults in them actually declined. On the
other hand, some of the shiftsin occupational structure of the
adult work force were afunction of the smaller baby-bust gen-
eration. Specifically, the slight increase in the proportion of
adults employed in service occupations was due primarily to
thelargeincreasein the proportion of young adults employed
in that group. (Seetable 4.)

Employment growth and earnings. Employment of all adult
workersaged 25 to 64 increased by 31.3 million from 1979 to
1996, with the 25- to 34-year age group accounting for 5.8
million or 19 percent of the growth. (Seetable5.) The em-
ployment growth of young adultsrelative to all adultswas not
evenly distributed between high- and |ow-paying occupational

Employment change for adults and young adults
by occupation, 1979-96
Employment change,
1979-96 (in thousands) Young
adult
. share
Occupational category Adult Young of adult
work adult employ-
force work ment
force change
Total oo 31,290 5,776 185
Executive, administrative
and managerial ...... 7,893 1,683 21.3
Professional specialty 6,846 708 10.3
Technicians and related
SUPPOIT . 1,475 305 20.7
Sales occupations ..........ccceeeueene 3,929 1,130 28.8
Administrative support,
including clerical ..................... 3,452 298 8.6
Service occupations .................. 4,086 1,501 36.7
Farming, forestry, and fishing ..... 290 104 36.0
Precision production, craft
and repair .......cccceeeeeveeniieneenns 2,018 129 6.4
Machine operators, assemblers,
and iNSPectors ........c.ccceeveeeene -436 -497 1141
Transportation and material
moving occupations ............... 1,114 164 14.7
Handlers, equipment
cleaners, helpers,
and laborers ........cccocceeieiiene 623 251 40.2
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groups. In fact, the largest share increases for young adults
were in lower-paying occupational groups. There were six
occupational groupsin which theyoung adults' share of adult
employment change was at least 19 percent and the change
was positive. In four of these groups—handlers, equipment
cleaners, helpers, and laborers; service workers; farming, for-
estry, and fishing; and sales—median earningswerelower than
or close to the median for all occupations.

To further illustrate how young adults fared in relation to
the entire adult work force, in terms of the occupations they
entered, table 6 showsthe relative proportion of employment
inthe 11 major occupationa groupsin 1979 andin 1996. This
measureisthe percentage of young adults employed in an oc-
cupational group divided by the percentage of all adults em-
ployed in the same occupational group inagivenyear. A num-
ber greater than 1.0 indicates that in that year, young adults
were more likely to be employed in this specific occupational
group than the adult work force as a whole. In contrast, a
relative proportion of lessthan 1.0 indicates that young adults
were less likely to be employed in that group. By examining
changesin thisproportion over time, conclusions can bedrawn
about the kinds of occupationsin which young workers from
the two generations were most likely to be employed.

With arelative proportion of 1.16 in 1979, the likelihood
of young adults being employed in professional specialty oc-
cupations was 16 percent higher than it was for all adultsin
that year. By 1996, this proportion had fallento 0.95—adecline
of 21 percentage points. Similarly, the relative proportion of
young adultsemployed in technicians and rel ated support occu-
pations declined over the period from 1.32t0 1.17. In contrast,
young adultswere more likely to work in service occupationsin
1996 than in 1979. Therelative proportion also increased over
the period for handlers, equipment cleaners, hel pers, and |abor-
ers (from 1.12 to 1.31); farming, forestry, and fishing occupa
tions (from 0.81 to 0.97); and sales occupations (from 0.93 to
1.04). Thus, the declinein young adults earnings over the pe-
riod may be partly attributable to their increased likelihood of
working in lower-paying occupations.

Thetable also showsthat young menwerelesslikely towork
asmanagers, professionals, and technicians, and morelikely to
work in service occupations, in clerical occupations, and as la-
borers. Despite their relative gains in earnings, young women
also were less likely to work in professiona specialty occupa
tions and as technicians. The relative proportion for young
women increased in sales and service occupations, and among
handlers, equipment cleaners, hel pers, and laborers.

In 3 out of 4 of the occupational groupsfor which therela-
tive proportion of young adults employed increased the most
over the period—service workers; handlers, equipment clean-
ers, helpers, and laborers; and farming, forestry, and fishing—
median earningswerelower than the median for all occupations.
Theone exception was sa es, an occupationin which young adults
enjoyed earnings parity with their older counterparts in 1979,



Relative proportion for young adults by occupation and sex, 1979, 1996
Both sexes Men Women
Occupational category
1979 1996 Change 1979 1996 Change 1979 1996 Change

Executive, administrative, and managerial .... .85 .85 .00 .81 .76 -.05 .96 .96 .00
Professional specialty ..........ccccoovevierienennne. 1.16 .95 =21 1.09 .92 -.18 1.24 .98 -.26
Technicians and related support ... . 1.32 1.17 -.15 1.29 1.22 -.08 1.37 1.14 -.23
Sales 0ccupations .........ccceeeeeveeeiiennnns .93 1.04 A1 .98 .99 .01 0.87 1.10 .23
Administrative support, including clerical ...... 1.04 1.01 -.04 1.04 1.13 .09 1.04 .99 -.05
Service OCCUPALIONS .......cceeverienienieenienieenes .90 1.10 .20 .96 1.22 .26 .87 1.04 17
Precision production, craft and repair ........... 1.00 1.01 .01 1.01 1.01 .00 .87 .89 .01
Machine operators, assemblers,

aNd INSPECLOIS ... 1.02 1.03 .01 1.12 1.09 -.03 .89 .93 .04
Transportation and material moving

OCCUPALIONS ... .95 .96 .01 .95 0.95 -.01 .95 .96 .01
Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers,

and laborers .................. . 1.12 131 19 1.18 1.35 a7 .94 1.14 .20
Farming, forestry, and fishing ...........c.ccccc.... .81 .97 .16 .83 1.02 .19 72 .76 .04

Note: The relative proportion is the percentage of young adults employed in an occupational group divided by the percentage of all adults employed in the

same occupational group in a given year.

although they were lesslikely to be employed in this group than
the adult work force asawhole. 1n 1996, their chances of being
employed in sales had increased to the level at which they were
dightly morelikely than adultsto work in these occupations, yet
their relative earningsratio had declined to 92 percent.

Y ouNG ADULT WoRrkERS in 1996 found that, despite their smaller
numbers, the economy did not provide them with the labor mar-
ket benefits that some analysts had predicted earlier. Over the
1979-96 period, the greatest gains in terms of employment and
earnings among young adults occurred when most members of
the cohort were baby-boomers. In addition, for the most part,

Footnotes

young adultsin 1996 were more likely than were their counter-
parts in 1979 to be employed in lower-paying occupational
groups, and less likely to be employed in higher-paying occu-
pationa groups. Recent projections of employment and labor
force growth for the 1996-2006 period are similar to trendsfor
the 1979-96 period. For example, both professional speciaty
and service occupations are expected to account for more than
half of al job growth. Inaddition, theyoung adult Iabor forceis
expected to decline, in absolute numbersand asaproportion of
all adult workers® Therefore, if past isprologue, it should be
interesting to seeif young adultsfind themselvesfacing smilar
issuesand discovering smilar resultsin coming years. ]
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2 “Population Changes that Help for a While,” Business Week, Sept. 3,
1979, pp. 180-187.

3 Data for 1996 are not strictly comparable with data for earlier years
because of the introduction of a major redesign of the Current Population
Survey questionnaire and collection methodology and the introduction of
1990 census-based population controls. However, the impact on compara-
bility of data used in this analysis is not serious enough to distort the results.
See Anne E. Polivka and Jennifer M. Rothgeb, “Redesigning the cps ques-
tionnaire,” Monthly Labor Review, September 1993, pp. 10-28, for an in-
depth discussion of the cps redesign.

4 Similar issues concerning labor market successes were studied by Tho-
mas Nardone in “Decline in youth population does not lead to lower jobless
rates,” Monthly Labor Review, June 1987, pp. 37-41. His research examined
the premise that with employment in industries that rely on the youth popula-
tion (aged 16 to 24) expected to grow, and the number of such workers in
decline, employment prospects for this age group should improve. Results
showed, however, that youths were experiencing higher unemployment rates
in 1986 than they were before the size of their age group began contracting.

5 Earnings figures for 1979 were adjusted for inflation by dividing the Con-

sumer Price Index for al Urban Consumers (cp-u) average for 1996 by the
cP-u average for 1979, and then multiplying this ratio by the 1979 current
earnings figures. Also, the current dollar figures for 1979 differ dightly from
official published figures due to a somewhat different calculation methodol-
ogy. The difference, however, islessthan 2 percent in all cases. For example,
the officia figure for 25- to 34-year-olds in current dollars for 1979 is $255;
the figure used in this analysis is $252. For young adult men, the officia
figure is $295; the figure used here is $301. For women, the two figures are
$199 and $201. For more information on the cps earnings figures, see BLS
Measures of Compensation, Bulletin 2239 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1986).

6 Beginning in January 1983, the occupational data from the Current
Population Survey were coded and published according to a new classifi-
cation system. Thus, generally speaking, occupational data from prior
to 1983 are not comparable with such data from 1983 forward. To help
users bridge the gap created by the break in series, BLs published estimates
for the 1972-82 period using a “crosswalk” methodology. (See Deborah
Pisetzner Klein, “Occupational Employment Statistics for 1972-82,”
Employment and Earnings, January 1984, pp. 13-16.) A similar cross-
walk methodology developed by the author was used in this article.

7 For more on this topic, see Joseph R. Meisenheimer Il, “The
services industry in the ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ jobs debate,” in this issue of
Monthly Labor Review, pp. 22-47.

8 Howard N Fullerton, Jr., “Labor force 2006: slowing down and chang-
ing composition,” Monthly Labor Review, November 1997, pp. 23-38.

Monthly Labor Review February 1998 9



